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Overview - Social structure theories II 


e Strain theories 
— Anomie, the Concept and Merton’s Anomie Theory 
— Macro level: Institutional Anomie; Relative Deprivation 
— Micro level: General Strain Theory 
e Sources of strain 
e Coping behaviors 
e Cultural deviance theories 
— Focal concerns 


— Delinquent subcultures 
° E.g., Anderson’s Code of the Streets book 


— Differential Opportunity 


Theories of Anomie and Strain 


— Robert Merton (and Emile Durkheim) 
e Legitimate means for success differ across social class and status 


divisions 
— Lower socioeconomic groups feel isolated, frustrated, excluded, hopeless, 
angry - increased chances for aggressive behaviors (crime) or helplessness 


(suicide) 


e Social adaptations to goal-means conflict: 
— “Conformity” - people accept the goals and have the means to acquire them 


— “Ritualism” - accepting the legitimate means, but lose sight of the goals 


(religious orders, cults, some fraternities?) 
— “Innovation” - people accept the goals but are unable/ unwilling to achieve 


them legitimately 
— “Retreatism” - reject both the goals and means to achieve them 


— “Rebellion” - -- substitute alternative goals and means for conventional ones 


- desire to change the existing system 


Theories of Anomie and Strain 


— Can you think of some examples of situations where 
the goals and means are in conflict? 


e Theory emphasizes social conditions, not the 
Individual 
e Critiques of Anomie Theory - It does not explain 
— Why most frustrated young people and most people 
in lower socioeconomic groups do not commit crime 


— Why a person chooses to commit certain types of 
crime over others 


— Why people age out of crime 


Macro-Theories of Anomie and Strain 


Institutional Anomie Theory 
e Steven Messner and Richard Rosenfeld 
— the goal and process of achieving the “American Dream” are so 
problematic 


— they lead to crime among all social classes 


e American Dream mythology 


— Goal: Over-emphasis on economic goals, financial success, work over 
family and other social life 


— Process: The pressures and value system of the (predominantly 
economic) American dream exceed most people’s legitimate means - 
e People are willing to do anything to get ahead economically, including cheating 
on tests, fraud, tax evasion, selling illegal drugs or guns 
e The role of noneconomic institutions (e.g. family, social organizations, church, 
school) in controlling crime is weakened (devalued) 


Group activity 1 


e Watch the video “American Gangster” at 
— http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3RsljL4qCic 


e Discussion: 


Discuss the relationship between The American 
Dream and Gangsters 


According to the institutional anomie theory, 
what goals do the gangsters seek to accomplish? 


Macro-Theories of Anomie and Strain 


Relative Deprivation Theory 


— Envy, mistrust, and aggression result from 
perceptions of economic and social inequality 


— Social and/or spatial proximity of poor to rich 
neighbors 


— White crime - fraud on Wallstreet 


Micro-theory: General Strain Theory 


— Robert Agnew 


e Focused mainly on individual-level influences of strain: 
— Why strain leads to crime 
— Focused on all social classes 


e Multiple sources of strain 
— Failure to achieve goals (e.g., wealth and fame) 


— Disjunction between expectations and reality 
* comparing oneself to successful peers 


— Removal of positive stimuli 
e death of family member; divorce; moving to new school 


— Presentation of negative stimuli: 
e child abuse or neglect, victimization, school failure 
e Consequences of Strain 
— Negative affective states 


— Crime results when a person does not have a coping mechanism to deal with negative affect 
states 


— Substance abuse 


General Strain Theory (GST) 


Sources of strain 


Failure to achieve goals 


Disjunction of expectations 
and achievements 


Removal of positive stimuli 


Presentation of 
negative stimuli 


Negative affective states 


e Anger Antisocial behavior 
e Frustration e Drug abuse 

e Disappointment e Delinquency 

e Depression e Violence 

e Fear e Dropping out 


How may communities increase strain for 
large segments of population? 


e Cf Agnew, communities shape the goals that people 
can pursue and the means to meet the goals 
— Blocked opportunities - e.g., poor quality schools 
— Lack of social support - family conflict 
° Increase 
— Feelings of relative deprivation 


— Exposure to aversive stimuli 
e e.g., social and physical disorder, victimization, lead in water 


e Increase chances of interactions between angry and 
frustrated individuals 


Critique of GST 


e Inadequate explanation of gender differences 
in crime rates 
— Similar levels of strain but 


— Internalizing vs externalizing strategies (related to 
differences in socialization) 


Group discussion 2 


e Situation: 
— What if you were born in a poor neighborhood and your parents were 
working two jobs to survive. Your mom gets ill and cannot work 


anymore. She also has no medical insurance and the treatment is very 
expensive. 


— Your parents tell you that you have to support them financially. You 
have no experience and thus you can only get low-paying jobs. You are 
not actually making enough money to support your parents. 

e Questions: 

— Would you engage in low-level drug dealing or other illegal acts to 

support your family? Why or why not? 


— What would be some possible protective factors despite the 
adversities? 


Strain Theories - Summary 


Theory 


Anomie theory 


Institutional anomie 
theory 


Relative deprivation 
theory 


General strain 
theory 


Major Premise 


People who adopt the goals of 
society but lack the means to 
attain them seek alternatives, 
such as crime. 


Material goods pervade all 
aspects of American life. 


Crime occurs when the wealthy 
and the poor live close to one 
another. 


Strain has a variety of sources. 
Strain causes crime in the 
absence of adequate coping 
mechanisms. 


Strengths 


Points out how competition for 
success creates conflict and 
crime. Suggests that social 
conditions, and not personality, 
can account for crime. Explains 
high lower-class crime rates. 


Explains why crime rates are 
so high in American culture. 


Explains high crime rates in 
deteriorated inner-city areas 
located near more affluent 
neighborhoods. 


Identifies the complexities 

of strain in modern society. 
Expands on anomie theory. 
Shows the influence of social 
events on behavior over 

the life course. Explains 
middle-class crimes. 


Research Focus 


Frustration; anomie; effects of 
failure to achieve goals. 


Frustration; effects of 
materialism. 


Relative deprivation. 


Strain; inequality; negative 
affective states; influence of 
negative and positive stimuli. 


Cultural Deviance Theories 


Members of the lower socioeconomic class 

create an independent subculture with its own 

set of rules and values. 

— Subcultural norms often clash with conventional 
values. 

Focal Concerns Theory 

Theory of Delinquent Subcultures 


Theory of Differential Opportunity 


Focal Concerns Theory 


e Walter Miller’s Focal Concerns (1958) 
— conduct norms or value system that dominate lower class life 


— promote illegal behavior and violence 


e Trouble, Toughness (displaying fighting prowess, drinking, sexual 
misconduct -- important for reputation and respect) 


e Smartness (street survival smarts, valued in drug dealing) 
e Excitement (via gambling, illegal substance use) 
e Fate (belief in luck, good fortune - gambling, taking risks) 
e Autonomy (violence as a means to acquire control, settle disputes 
without the police, etc) 
— Not necessarily in rebellion against middle class values (but as 
ways to meet the existing social conditions) 


Theory of Delinquent Subcultures (Albert Cohen 1955) 


Status Frustration 
— lower-class youth delinquency is a protest against the norms and values of 
middle-class U.S. culture 
Youths join gangs to deal with their frustrations with achieving 
success legitimately 
— These youths also cannot impress authority figures who look for “middle- 
class measuring rods” such as academic ability 
e Leads to more frustration 
e Formation of Deviant Subcultures 
— “College boy” embraces cultural and social values of the middle class 
— “Corner boy” is loyal to his peer group and is occasionally delinquent 


— “Delinquent boy” who is the most delinquent adopts values that oppose 
middle-class values 


Theory of Differential Opportunity 


— Richard Cloward and Lloyd Ohlin (1968) 
— Combined principles of social disorganization with those from strain and relative 


deprivation 
° All people share goals of success 
* But some have limited means to achieve conventional success 


— And seek alternative /innovative ways to succeed tT j \ i | iW | 
B” è 
e Criminal adaptation leads to criminal subcultures La -AN —— 
— Criminal gangs q i 


e Stable neighborhoods 
e Established hierarchy and system to train new recruits 


— Conflict gangs 
e Goal to win respect from rivals 
e In communities without legitimate or illegitimate opportunities 
— Retreatist gangs 
e Unable and unwilling to gain success legitimately or illegitimately 
e Goal: peer approval; getting high on alcohol, pot, heroin; sexual gratification 


e Important to note: 
— Criminal subcultures can be supportive and rational and profitable 


— The theory indicates why people become involved with a particular type of crime 


Criminologist profile: 
Lloyd Ohlin (1918-2009) 


Wrote “Delinquency and Opportunity: A Theory of Delinquent 
Gangs,’ with Richard A. Cloward, 
— aseminal study of the wellsprings of delinquency among urban youths. 


Sociologist 
— Rejecting a common view that delinquency was the product of youthful 
irresponsibility 
— argued instead that it was a symptom of poverty and of the lack of 
opportunity that poverty entailed — conditions that could be addressed 
through social programs in local communities 


— “The trouble comes with the break between aspirations and opportunities. When we lead 
people to aspire to higher and higher standards and then fail to produce opportunities for them 
to do so, they are left with a sense of having been denied and they often become delinquents.” 


In World War II, he served with the Army in counterintelligence in Europe 
Professor of criminal justice at Harvard Law School, also taught at 
Columbia University & Univ. of Chicago 

Past president of the American Society of Criminology 


Class Discussion/Activity 
Code of the Street - by Alijah Anderson 


Decent values vs Street values 

— Relative to mainstream goals and behaviors 

Discuss and relate to “The Respect Game” (cca page 159 in the 
textbook): 


Watch the video “Down Germantown Avenue” at 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LSc_ uéScMEg 


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SH941Z ZjlIE&t=0s 
Film illustrating the book “Code of the Streets” 


Discussion: How does the information from the video relate to 
cultural deviance theory? 


Class discussion 


e Watch the video “Cops Take on Notorious L.A. 
Street Gang” at 


http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JzdNdn3-whA 


e Discuss how the code of the street also applies to 
the prison environment 


Social Structure Theory and Public Policy 


These theories have a major impacts on public 
policy 


Provide public financial aid to help 
underprivileged groups make ends meet 


Improve neighborhood characteristics so they are 
not disorganized 


Implement social service programs like Head 
Start 


Integrate community oriented policing 


Criminologist profile: 
Lloyd Ohlin (1918-2009) 


Public Service: 


special consultant on delinquency to the Department of Health, Education 
and Welfare under President John F. Kennedy; 

an associate director of the President’s Commission on Law Enforcement 
and Administration of Justice under Lyndon B. Johnson; 

member of the National Institute of Law Enforcement and Criminal Justice 
under President Jimmy Carter 


Impact on society: 


helped plan Mobilization for Youth, a $12.9 million antipoverty program designed to prevent delinquency. 
Conceived in the late 1950s and begun in the early ’60s on the Lower East Side of Manhattan, 

it was rooted in the ideas set forth in “Delinquency and Opportunity.” 

encompassed job training, psychological counseling, a narcotics program, legal assistance and other 
services, became a model for federal antipoverty programs of the 1960s 


Ref: http://www.nytimes.com/2009/01/04/us/04ohlin.html? r=0 

Also, for more info on Richard Cloward: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2001/08/23/nyregion/richard-cloward-welfare-rights- 
leader-dies-at-74.html 


